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Introduction 


This edition of WICHE Insights reviews the results of the Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education's (WICHE) annual 
survey of tuition and fees at public postsecondary institutions in the West, along with trends in state appropriations and state 
financial aid. Overall in the region, fiscal trends present a positive outlook as tuition and fees have stabilized over the past five 
years and state support for higher education has recovered steadily. However, tuition and fees have increased at a significantly 
higher rate than income over the past two decades, creating a barrier for access to higher education, particularly for low- 
income students. Recent proposals and initiatives highlight affordability as a key issue at the forefront of policy discussions in 


the region. It remains unclear, however, if these proposals will positively impact student access, and importantly success, to 


affordable postsecondary education opportunities in the West. 


Tuition and Fees in the West 


WICHE administered its tuition and fees survey in the 
summer and fall of 2018 to state higher education executive 
offices, system offices, or institutions in its 16 member 

states and territories—Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, 
Hawai'i, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, North Dakota, 
Oregon, South Dakota, Utah, Washington, Wyoming, and 
WICHE's Pacific Islands member (the Commonwealth of 

the Northern Mariana Islands and Guam).' Complete data 
from the survey are available at wiche.edu/pub/tf. Unless 
otherwise indicated, tuition and fees rates are in current 
dollars and state- and regional-average rates are weighted 
by full-time equivalent (FTE) enrollment. Data on the website 
provide both weighted and unweighted averages.’ 


Tuition and Fees at Public Four-Year 
Institutions 


Average tuition and fees for resident undergraduates at public 
four-year institutions in the WICHE region were $9,518 in 2018- 
19—a 1.6 percent increase ($151) from 2017-18 and 12.3 percent 
($1,041) more than five years earlier. Adjusted for inflation, the 
average resident tuition and fees in the region decreased 0.7 
percent ($70 in 2018 dollars) from 2017-18 and 1.5 percent ($144 
in 2018 dollars) from 2013-14.3 Nationally, tuition and fees at 
public four-year institutions increased 0.1 percent to $10,230 in 
2018-19 (in 2018 dollars).* 


WICHE 


Tuition and Fees 
at a Glance 


Average tuition and fees for resident undergraduates 
at public four-year institutions in the WICHE region 
were $9,518 in 2018-19, an increase of 1.6 percent from 
2017-18 


Average resident tuition and fees at public four-year 
institutions increased 1.5 and 45.8 percent in the past 
five and 10 years, respectively (in 2018 dollars) 


Average in-district tuition and fees at public two-year 
institutions increased 3.1 percent from 2017-18 
to $3,870 in 2018-19 


In the past decade, average tuition and fees at 
two-year institutions increased 30.7 percent 
(LON EsHele)| e163) 


WICHE average tuition and fees were below the 
national average at both two- and four-year 
institutions in 2018-19 
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Figure 1. Resident Undergraduate Tuition and Fees 
at Public Four-Year Institutions, 2018-19 
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Figure 2. Change in Resident Undergraduate 
Tuition and Fees at Public Four-Year Institutions, 
2017-18 to 2018-19 


Wyoming 
Ll ! ! ! ! 


| } 
$0 $2,000 $4,000 $6,000 $8,000 $10,000 $12,000 


There was significant variation in state average tuition 
and fees rates for four-year undergraduates across the 
WICHE region, from $5,400 in Wyoming to $11,372 in 
Arizona (Figure 1).° Overall, states in the region had lower 
rates of increase in tuition and fees over the past year 
compared to the prior year. Figure 2 shows the average 
one-year increase in tuition and fees for each state in the 
region. The greatest increase for resident undergraduates 
at public four-year institutions was in North Dakota at 5.7 
percent ($464), followed by Idaho at 4.7 percent ($337). 
Three states had annual increases less than or equal to 
the WICHE regional average: California (0.5 percent), 
Arizona (1.5 percent), and Oregon (1.5 percent). The state 
averages mask the variation in tuition and fee rates at 
institutions. In fact, in California alone, average tuition 
and fees in 2018-19 ranged from $13,956 in the University 
of California system to $7,295 in the California State 
University system. 


Average tuition and fees for non-resident undergrad- 
uates in the WICHE region were $26,480 in 2018-19 
—almost three times the resident rate. The average 
tuition and fees for non-residents increased $508 
between 2017-18 and 2018-19, a slightly higher year- 
over-year increase compared to resident students 
(2.0 percent). Non-resident rates were lowest at 
Eastern New Mexico University ($6,928) and highest 
at the University of California campuses ($42,925 on 
average). 


Fees at Public Four-Year Institutions 

The average mandatory fees for resident undergrad- 
uates at public four-year institutions in the WICHE 
region were $1,616 in 2018-19, which was 17 percent 
of total tuition and fees.° In inflation-adjusted terms, 
regional average fees have decreased $461 since 
2008-09, when they were 31.8 percent of regional 
average tuition and fees. Non-residents typically pay 
the same fees as resident students, but as non- 
residents pay a significantly higher tuition rate than 
residents, fees account for just 6.0 percent of the 
non-resident total. 


The average regional decrease in mandatory student 
fees is attributed to changes in student fee charges 
in California and South Dakota. Fees were over 50 
percent of the average total in each state in 2008-09, 
but they have decreased in dollar terms and percent 
of total tuition and fees due to changes in reporting 
and structuring of student fee charges.’ Meanwhile, 
increases in average resident undergraduate fees 
ranged from $76 in Idaho to $811 in Arizona between 
2008-09 and 2018-19—and their percentage of the 
total varied in relation to the change in tuition rates 
since 2008-09. 


Detailed tuition and fees and state finance data available from wiche.edu/pub/tf 
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Ten-Year Trend Tuition and Fees at Public Two-Year 
In the decade between 2008-09 and 2018-19, average Institutions 

tuition and fees for resident undergraduates at public 
four-year institutions in the WICHE region increased 45.8 
percent ($2,991 in 2018 dollars). As shown in Figure 3, 
almost all of the cumulative increase in tuition and fees 
occurred in the first half of the decade, when the regional 
average tuition and fees increased 43.6 percent between 
2008-09 and 2013-14 ($2,847 in 2018 dollars). Since 2013- 
14, average tuition and fees in the region increased just 


Average tuition and fees for resident, in-district students 
at public two-year institutions in the WICHE region 
(excluding California and Alaska) were $3,870 in 2018- 
19 (Figure 4).? This was a $116 increase (3.1 percent) 
from 2017-18 rates, and a $552 increase (16.6 percent) 
from 2013-14. In inflation-adjusted terms, the WICHE 
average in-district rate increased $27 (0.7 percent) from 


1.5 percent ($144 in 2018 dollars). 2017-18 and $201 (5.5 percent) from five years prior. 
When California rates are included, the WICHE region 
Figure 3. Resident Undergraduate Tuition and Fees average tuition and fees for resident in-district students 
at Public Four-Year Institutions, 2008-09 to 2018-19 were $2,224, well below the national average of $3,660. 
(Current and Constant Dollars) Nationally in 2018-19, tuition and fees at public two-year 
$10,000 institutions decreased 0.3 percent ($10 in 2018 dollars) 


from 2017-18."° 
$9,374 gig ‘om 20 8 


Of course, there is significant variation by state for 
resident, in-district undergraduates. California's 
($1,380) and New Mexico's ($1,762) low rates are 
contrasted by the average at South Dakota’s public 
technical colleges ($7,046), which is almost double the 
regional average (Figure 4). 
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The regional trend in tuition and fees differs slightly from CNMI 

the national trend over the past decade. While tuition and Montana 

fees, on average, are lower in the WICHE region compared Hawaii 

to the national average, tuition and fees for resident WICHE-w/o CA | $3,870 eri 

undergraduates at four-year institutions increased 28 Utah 

percent since 2008-09 ($2,261 in 2018 dollars). However, Nevada 

as the WICHE region's average rate had a minimal increase Wyoming 

over the past five years, the national average increased Arizona 

4.1 percent between 2013-14 and 2018-19 ($400 in 2018 WICHE | $2,224 

dollars).® New Mexico 
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Detailed tuition and fees and state finance data available from wiche.edu/pub/tf 
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In terms of rates of increase, Idaho's two-year students 
faced the highest increase over the prior year (6.4 
percent), whereas students in four states/territories saw 
virtually no increase or even a decrease (Figure 5). Of 
course, the magnitude of changes does not always equate 
in dollar terms. For example, a 5.4 percent increase in 
Oregon ($272) was 50 percent more in dollar terms than 
the 5.7 percent increase in Nevada ($182). 


Figure 5. Change in Resident In-District Tuition and Fees 
at Public Two-Year Institutions, 
2017-18 to 2018-19 
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Fees at Public Two-Year Institutions 

Average fees for resident, in-district students at 
public two-year institutions in the WICHE region were 
$440 in 2018-19 (excluding California and Alaska) 
and represented 11.4 percent of total tuition and 
fees. California community colleges have historically 
charged resident in-district students only fees ($1,380 
in 2018-19), which is what shows as total tuition and 
fees in WICHE reports.’ In 2018-19, average student 
fees ranged from 50 percent of total tuition and fees 
in South Dakota ($3,521) to less than 2 percent in 
Arizona and Hawai'i ($100 or less). 


$4,000 


Ten-Year Trends 

Between 2008-09 and 2018-19, regional average 
tuition and fees at public two-year institutions in 

the WICHE region increased 30.7 percent, or $910 

in 2018 dollars (excluding Alaska and California). As 
with four-year institutions, the largest year-over-year 
increases occurred early in this period, between 
2008-09 and 2013-14, when annual tuition and fees 
increases were between 4 and 6 percent (Figure 6). 
This year’s 0.7 percent increase is aligned with the 
trend of more modest annual increases over the past 
five years. 


When including California, the regional average 
tuition and fees increased 56.4 percent ($802 in 2018 
dollars) between 2008-09 and 2018-19, which was 
substantially more than the national increase of 27.4 
percent over the past decade ($786 in 2018 dollars). 
And while tuition and fees decreased since 2013- 

14 in the region, the national average increased 2.2 
percent over the past five years ($77 in 2018 dollars). 
It is important to note that the WICHE-region average 
tuition and fees (including California) was, on average, 
40 percent lower than the national average over the 
past decade.'? 


Figure 6. Resident In-District/County Tuition and Fees 
at Public Two-Year Institutions, 
2008-09 to 2018-19 (Current and Constant Dollars) 
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Detailed tuition and fees and state finance data available from wiche.edu/pub/tf 
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State Fiscal Support 


Tuition and fee trends should not be viewed in 
isolation, but rather in conjunction with the other 
components of state higher education finance, 
including appropriations and state financial 

aid. Economic conditions, state revenue, and 
enrollment trends over the past decade have been 

a critical factor in a state's ability to steadily fund 
postsecondary education. Two key data sources—the 
State Higher Education Executive Officers’ annual 
State Higher Education Finance (SHEF) report and the 
annual Grapevine survey of state support to higher 
education—offer a clear picture of state support 

for higher education but with key differences. SHEF 
provides state appropriations data for the prior fiscal 
year (FY 2018) and the ability to compute support per 
full-time-equivalent (FTE) student. In this edition of 
WICHE Insights, SHEF data are limited to state support 
for public higher education, whereas Grapevine 
captures total state support for the current fiscal 

year (FY 2019) but does not allow for per-student 
computations. 


State Fiscal Support Key Points 


In the WICHE region: 


State appropriations per student increased 1.3 
percent between FY 2017 and FY 2018 


On average, tuition revenue accounted for 36 
percent of educational revenue in FY 2018 


Total state support increased 6.1 percent on 
average between FY 2018 and FY 2019 


Source: See endnotes 13 and 17. WICHE calculations. 


State Higher Education Finance (SHEF): 
FY 2018 Survey Results 


Total state appropriations to public higher education 

in the WICHE region increased 2.0 percent between FY 
2017 and FY 2018, which was slightly higher than the 
rate of increase for the nation (Table 1).'? Eight WICHE 
states had year-over-year increases (from 7.4 percent in 
Nevada to 0.3 percent in Arizona) in total appropriations 
to higher education in FY 2018. On the other hand, states 
in the region whose economy relies more heavily on the 


Table 1. Percent Change in Total Appropriations, Enrollment, and Appropriations Per Student 


FY 2017 to FY 2018 FY 2008 to FY 2018 
Total Appropriations Total Appropriations 
Appropriations FTE per FTE Appropriations FTE per FTE 
Alaska 4.1% 5.1% 1.0% 5.9% 6.4% 0.5% 
Arizona 03 16 12 -26.2 24.7 -40.8 
California 37 13 24 12.2 33 8.6 
Colorado 05 09 04 -0.7 17 Wd 
Hawaii 54 -2.2 77 84 1.6 67 
Idaho 15 09 0.6 1 218 -18.8 
Montana 19 19 0.1 3.6 51 -14 
Nevada 74 19 54 -19.4 113 -276 
New Mexico 3.1 59 3.0 -94 17 79 
No. Dakota -16.0 2.1 -14.2 15.2 0.0 15.2 
Oregon 1.9 -1.0 3.0 10.2 10.1 0.1 
So. Dakota 46 19 63 3.1 11.2 -12.8 
Utah 23 2.0 0.2 18 215 -16.2 
Washington 15 09 -0.6 -7.0 72 -133 
Wyoming 5.0 -26 24 07 15 08 
WICHE 2.0 07 13 32 72 37 
WICHE w/o CA 04 -0.1 03 7 124 171 
US. 0.0 -03 02 49 70 11.2 


Source: State Higher Education Executive Officers, State Higher Education Finance FY 2018. WICHE calculations. 


Note: Dollar figure adjusted using HECA, EMI, and COLI. See endnote 13. 


Detailed tuition and fees and state finance data available from wiche.edu/pub/tf 
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energy sector continued to have cuts to higher education, 
including a 16 percent decrease in North Dakota between 
FY 2017 and FY 2018. 


Looking at state support per student provides 

useful insight into how states are meeting higher 
education demand. For example, both Arizona and 
Oregon had modest increases in total appropriations 
between FY 2017 and FY 2018, 0.3 and 1.5 percent 
respectively. However, differing enrollment trends 
resulted in Arizona's appropriations per-student to 
decrease by 1.2 percent, while Oregon's per-student 
appropriations increased 3.0 percent. On the other 
hand, New Mexico and South Dakota had decreases 
in total appropriations of 3.1 and 4.6 percent 
respectively. Due to declining enrollments in New 
Mexico, appropriations per student actually increased 
by 3.0 percent, while South Dakota's enrollment 
increase meant that per-student appropriations 
declined 6.3 percent between FY 2017 and FY 2018." 


In the decade between FY 2008 and FY 2018, total 
state appropriations in the WICHE region increased 
3.2 percent, with the growth of the past five years 
outpacing the declines in state support during the 
first half of the decade. However, increased demand 
for higher education over the last decade means that 
per-student support in the region remains 3.7 percent 
below FY 2008 levels. Moreover, California represents 
54 percent of the region's total appropriations, on 
average, and when California is excluded, total state 
appropriations declined 7.1 percent and per-student 
appropriations declined 17 percent in the remainder 
of the WICHE region between FY 2008 and FY 2018. 
Enrollments have stabilized over the last five years, 
but most states in the region have more students 
enrolled in public higher education than FY 2008. This 
means that in some states, like Montana and Utah, 
total appropriations increased in the aggregate since 
FY 2008, but per-student funding did not keep pace 
with increased student enrollments."° 


Figure 7 shows the varied distribution of total higher 
education revenue per student by state for FY 2018. 
Education appropriations per student ranged from $4,198 
in Colorado to $18,001 in Wyoming. In FY 2018, for the 
region as a whole, the student share of revenue from 
tuition (36.2 percent) remained substantially below the 
national average of 46.4 percent. This reflects the trend 
over the past decade of postsecondary revenue relying 
more heavily on tuition, as the share from tuition in the 
region increased 44 percent between FY 2008 and FY 
2018. The period of the most growth in share of revenue 


from tuition occurred during the Great Recession, when 
the share of revenue from tuition increased from 25 
percent in FY 2008 to 39 percent in FY 2012. This coincided 
with sharp decreases in state support and an increased 
demand for higher education. In the years between FY 
2012 and FY 2018, as enrollments stabilized and state 
appropriations modestly increased, the share of revenue 
from tuition has remained between 36 and 39 percent.'® 
In other words, even though enrollments have stabilized 
and appropriations for the most part have recovered, 
higher education in the West is still relying on students 
to support the enterprise at the same level as during the 
recession. 


Every state in the region had an increase in their share of 
revenue from tuition between FY 2008 and FY 2018, but 
the trends vary across states. For example, North Dakota, 
Alaska, and Wyoming fared “better” than other states in 
the region during the Great Recession and actually had 
increases in educational appropriations between FY 2008 
and FY 2012. After FY 2012, however, these energy-reliant 
states experienced decreased appropriations and the 
share of tuition revenue increased. 


Figure 7. Educational Revenues per FTE, FY 2018 
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Source: State Higher Education Executive Officers, State Higher Education Finance 
FY 2018. See endnote 12. 


Detailed tuition and fees and state finance data available from wiche.edu/pub/tf 
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Grapevine Results: FY 2019 


This year’s Grapevine report indicates that state 
support to higher education continued to increase in 
most states through FY 2019. The Grapevine survey 
found that 45 states maintained the same levels or 
increased state support for higher education between 
FY 2018 and FY 2019, with an average increase of 3.8 
percent nationally.”” 


Figure 8. Percent Change in State Support 
for Higher Education, FY 2018 to FY 2019 
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Source: \llinois State University Center for the Study of Education Policy and State 

Higher Education Executive Officers, Grapevine, 2019. WICHE calculations. See 

endnote 17. 
On average in the WICHE region, state support increased 
6.1 percent in the last year. With the exception of 
Alaska, all states in the region maintained or increased 
state support between FY 2018 and FY 2019 (Figure 8). 
Colorado had the highest one-year percentage increase in 
state support in the country (12 percent) and increases in 
seven other WICHE states were above the national 
average.'® 


View interactive state-level finance 
data at wiche.edu/pub/tf. 


State Financial Aid Highlights 


In the WICHE region: 


Average aid per student was $817 in 2016-17, the 
same as the national average 


On average, 94 percent of all aid was distributed 
based on need compared to 76 percent for the 
nation in 2016-17 


Need-based state aid per student ranged from 
$6 to $1,223 


Source: National Association of State Student Grant and Aid. WICHE 
calculations. See endnote 19. 


State Financial Aid 


State financial aid is intended to promote affordability and 
access to postsecondary education and can be used as 

a policy lever to incentivize student success. The unique 
context of each state plays a key role in not only the 
amount of aid available to students but also the criteria by 
which students are eligible to receive aid. 


Across the WICHE region, states’ distribution of 
financial aid dollars varies, both in terms of the 
amount of aid provided to students and whether the 
aid is distributed based on a component of need— 
ranging from 4 percent to 100 percent need-based.'” 
According to data from the National Association of 
State Student Grant and Aid Programs (NASSGAP), 
the average per-student state financial aid grant to 
undergraduates in the WICHE region in 2016-17 was 
$817, equal to the national average. However, in the 
WICHE region, a higher share of state aid (94 percent) 
was based on need compared to the national average 
(of 76 percent), and the region’s average per-student 
need-based aid ($767) was 23 percent higher than the 
national average ($624). Despite this regional trend, 
only two WICHE states had per-student need-based 
aid that exceeded the national and regional average 
in 2016-17 (Washington, $1,223 and California, 
$1,176). In contrast, per-student need-based grants 
were $150 or less in 2016-17 in seven WICHE states 
(reflecting the strong influence of more populous 
states on WICHE averages).”° 


Detailed tuition and fees and state finance data available from wiche.edu/pub/tf 
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Discussion 


The trend of increased tuition and fees and decreased 
state support per student over the past decade has 
brought affordability to the forefront of the national 
dialogue on higher education, as well as state agendas for 
postsecondary education and workforce development.?! 
Rising tuition and fees have been further shifted to 
students and families in the last two decades, not to 
mention other costs of attendance, creating a barrier for 
access for many students, particularly those from low- 
income households. Addressing affordability barriers is a 
crucial priority for states’ ability to develop the educated 
workforce necessary for today’s economy, as well as to 
meet state postsecondary attainment goals. 


The increase in tuition and fees over the past 15 years has 
far outpaced the growth of household income, raising 
concerns about the affordability of public institutions, 
particularly for students from Black or African American 
and Hispanic or Latino households. Nationally between 
2002 and 2017, tuition and fees at public four-year and 
two-year institutions increased 79 percent and 57 percent, 
respectively.” Meanwhile, median household income 
increased just 6 percent. As a result, tuition and fees at 
four-year institutions increased as a share of the median 
household income from 10 percent to 16 percent between 
2002 and 2017 (Figure 9).” 


Due to gaps in household income across populations, 
tuition and fees often represent a more significant 
affordability burden for minority students. For example, 
although Hispanic or Latino household income increased 
at a faster rate than the average for all households 
between 2002 and 2017, it remains well below the 
median household income in the nation with tuition and 
fees representing 20 percent of Hispanic or Latino median 
household income in 2017. Black or African American 
families, which have had minimal median income 
growth in the past 15 years, face an even starker burden 
as tuition and fees represented 25 percent of Black or 
African American median household income in 2017. 
This represents a key affordability and workforce concern 
that states are facing, as non-white youth are increasing 
toward a majority in a number of WICHE states. 


Average tuition and fees rates provide a baseline for 
assessing affordability and gauging how much it costs 
for students to attend college. However, living expenses 
(e.g. housing, food, transportation) can make higher 
education more unaffordable for many students. This can 
be even more true for students who struggle with basic- 
needs insecurity. For example, an analysis on affordability 
in California and Colorado found that 38 percent of 
California's postsecondary institutions were considered 
affordable for students in the state (based on Lumina’s 
“Rule of 10”), but just 4 percent were affordable for 
students who are housing insecure, and no institutions in 
Colorado were considered affordable for students facing 


Figure 9. Tuition and Fees at U.S. Public Four-Year Institutions 
as a Percentage of Median Household Income, by Race and Ethnicity, 2002-2017 
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau and College Board. WICHE calculations. See endnotes 22 and 23. 
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Detailed tuition and fees and state finance data available from wiche.edu/pub/tf 
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housing insecurity.” This poses a barrier for students 
who struggle with basic needs to access postsecondary 
education opportunities, and, if unaddressed, could have 
implications for states’ efforts to develop an educated 
workforce. 


Student Borrowing 


As the cost of college increased and shifted more 
towards students and families, student borrowing 
has become a more common option for financing 
higher education. The national dialogue on student 
borrowing often refers to the total outstanding 
education debt, which is now the second highest 
form of consumer debt in the country and tops $1.5 
trillion. However, the total outstanding debt masks 
nuances of student borrowing that have implications 
for students and states (see sidebar). 


The total annual amount borrowed reached a high 
point in 2010-11 ($127.7 billion), when tuition was 
quickly rising, state fiscal support was decreasing, and 
total enrollment was at a peak. The positive outlook 
is that total annual borrowing has decreased for 
seven consecutive years and was $105.5 billion in 
2017-18. Additionally, the share of undergraduates 
who borrowed via federal loans decreased from 38 
percent to 29 percent between 2012-13 and 2017-18, 
and the share of undergraduates with private loans 
remained stable. 


These recent trends in student borrowing are good 
news; however, there are disparities in repayment 
across a range of individual factors that have 
implications for student success. For example, 

an analysis of repayment across a spectrum of 
characteristics found: 


e Borrowers who do not complete a degree were 
more likely to be behind on payments compared 
to those who borrowed and received a degree. 


e Borrowers with lower levels of outstanding debt 
have higher rates of delinquency compared to 
those with high levels of outstanding debt. 


e Hispanic and Black borrowers were more likely to 
be behind on debt repayment, compared to White 
borrowers. 


e First-generation students who borrow were more 
likely to be behind on debt repayment compared 
to non-first-generation students who borrowed." 


To some extent, this reflects variability in completion 
outcomes across demographics and other individual 


Student Borrowing by the Numbers 


Nationally in 2017: 


V7) 
The share of borrowers with debt above $80,000 
41% 
The share of debt held by borrowers with debt 
eT cexelCctm uated aWsts 107 010)0) 
$6,570 
The average Federal subsidized and unsubsidized 
loan amount for undergraduates 
8% 
Increase in total annual parent PLUS borrowing 
since 2010-11 
65% 
Share of bachelor’s recipients in the class of 2017 
who graduated with debt in the U.S. 
U.S.: $28,650 
WICHE: $23,133 


Average debt of bachelor’s recipients (who 
borrowed) in the class of 2017 


Source: See endnotes 27-32. 


factors, and it is evident that those who borrow 

but do not complete do not gain the associated 
benefits of a degree, such as higher wages and 

more employment opportunities, making repayment 
more difficult. There are various factors contributing 
to why students do not complete, including costs 

and affordability. Policies and initiatives that are 
intended to make college affordable should promote 
completion, in order to support those who decided to 
finance their education through borrowing to gain the 
benefits of a postsecondary degree that more easily 
enables repayment. 


Addressing Affordability 


Addressing affordability was a key part of 2019 legislative 
sessions across the West, highlighting the importance of 
this topic for policymakers in the region. Initiatives were 
put forth in several states for broadening access to state 
financial aid. In Utah, House Bill 260 created the Access 
Utah Promise Scholarship Program, which is intended to 
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cover tuition and fees for full-time, low-income students at 
Utah’s state colleges, universities, and technical colleges. 
The program was not fully funded during this session and 
will have to be scaled up in order to fully cover the costs 
for all qualified low-income students in Utah; but this 
legislation represents a step in addressing affordability 
barriers for low-income students in the state.*° The 
Workforce Education Investment Act was passed in 
Washington state during the 2019 legislative session, 

and it is intended to focus on educational opportunities 
for in-state students by keeping tuition low in order to 
support workforce development in the state. As part of 
the Workforce Education Investment Act, the state’s Need 
Grant Program will be replaced by the Washington College 
Grant Program beginning in academic year 2020-21.°” The 
new grant aid program is intended to expand access to in- 
state students by reducing costs for students and families 
in obtaining a postsecondary degree or credential. And 

a proposal in California would provide “last dollar” state 
aid to supplement the state’s Cal Grants in order to cover 
total cost of attendance, including living expenses.*® This 
proposal has potential to impact the state’s community 
college students who, although they are charged lower 
tuition rates, often receive lower state aid amounts and 
struggle to afford living expenses while enrolled. 


Adjustments to financial aid are one policy lever for 
addressing affordability, while other states have looked 
to adjust tuition-setting policies. The Nevada Board of 
Regents approved a Predictable Pricing Program, which 
provides a sense of predictability for tuition costs for 
students by basing registration fees and non-resident 
tuition rates for a four-year period on the Higher 
Education Price Index.*® State funding for the Montana 
University System over the next two years included $24 
million for a tuition freeze for in-state students, anda 
proposal in the Oregon legislature would provide a short- 
term tuition freeze in Oregon as well, if adopted.*° And 
while tuition freezes offer a brief reprieve for students 
and families, historically these temporary holds on tuition 
rates do not necessarily result in a long-term affordability 
solution.*! 


Although as of May 2019 it remained unclear if the 
proposals in California and Oregon will become law, not 
to mention how adopted policies and programs will be 
implemented and ultimately impact students, addressing 
affordability is apparently among the top priorities 

for policymakers in the West. It is important to note, 
however, that in order to meet state priorities, there must 
be alignment of all three components of state finance 
policy— tuition, appropriations, and financial aid—and 
adjustments to one component should be done in 
conjunction with the other two.” 


The general trend in the region over the past few years 
has been one of modest tuition increases and stable 

state support, but there are several states that are facing 
constraining state budgets that could impact higher 
education.’ This makes the need for aligned state finance 
policy even more necessary, as tuition is often relied upon 
as a mechanism for maintaining revenue during times 

of decreased state support. This can result in barriers for 
students to access postsecondary education, particularly 
those from low-income households, and ultimately hinder 
a state’s progress in increasing attainment and developing 
an educated workforce. 


Conclusion 


The last decade was one of economic uncertainty, 
rising costs, and increased demand for higher 
education. Recent trends in tuition and fees and 
state support suggests that higher education is 
experiencing a period of stability, but affordability 
remains a top concern for students and families, 
as well as policymakers. Recent proposals across 
the states demonstrate that affordability is at 

the forefront of higher education issues affecting 
the region, although it is still unclear on how or if 
proposed efforts from the legislative sessions will be 
implemented and impact students in the West. 
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